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(57) ABSTRACT 

Surgical sponges and other articles are provided With 
machine-readable information Which provides a serial num 
ber or other unique identi?cation of the sponge. In addition, 
the machine-readable information Will provide the type of 
article and/or a characteristic visual motif associated With 
the article. That Way, by scanning in the machine-readable 
information from the sponges or other articles prior to a 
procedure, the computer or other digital processor can 
determine Which articles may be missing after the procedure 
and alert the surgical team as to the type and/or characteristic 
visual motif of the missing article. 
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SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR COUNTING 
SURGICAL IMPLEMENTS 

[0001] This application claims the bene?t of prior Provi 
sional Application 60/725,960 (Attorney Docket No. 
026027-000300US), ?led on Oct. 11, 2005, the full disclo 
sure of Which is incorporated herein by reference. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] 1. Field of the Invention. The present invention 
relates generally to medical methods and apparatus. More 
particularly, the present invention relates to methods for 
locating and identifying surgical articles Which have not 
been accounted for at the end of the surgical procedure. 

[0003] Surgical sponges and other gauZe articles are used 
to absorb blood and other body ?uids during surgery. Many 
individual sponges can be used in a single procedure, and all 
the sponges Which are used must be removed from the 
patient prior to closing an incision at the end of the proce 
dure. 

[0004] When used in a surgical procedure, sponges and 
other gauZe articles become saturated With blood, alter in 
siZe and shape, and become dif?cult to visually distinguish 
from body tissue and from each other. Thus, While it might 
seem an easy task to locate and remove all sponges and other 
gauZe articles from a patient at the end of surgery, the 
sponges are very hard to identify and dif?cult to count When 
they adhere to each other When soaked With blood. The task 
of accounting for sponges is even more dif?cult and more 
complex in surgical procedures Where large numbers of 
sponges of many siZes and types may be used. Errors can 
occur When sponges are miscounted during initial counts 
and/or subsequent counts. When a subsequent count does 
not match a previous count, a recount is typically taken. 
Potentially more serious, a single sponge can mistakenly be 
counted more than once, raising the possibility a count can 
be incorrectly considered accurate alloWing the patient to be 
closed With a sponge still at the operative site. 

[0005] An improved method and system for accounting 
and identifying surgical sponges is described in US. Pat. 
No. 5,931,824, Which is commonly assigned With the 
present application and Which is incorporated herein by 
reference. As shoWn in FIGS. 1 and 2, Which are taken from 
this patent, each sponge 10 used in a procedure is provided 
With a substrate or label 12 Which includes machine-read 
able information 14, typically in the form of a bar code. If 
a total of N sponges are to be set aside for use in a procedure, 
each of the sponges 10, 10', . . . 10N Will have a label 12 With 
unique label identi?cation provided by the machine-read 
able information 14. Thus, the sponges 10 or other surgical 
articles may be scanned using a hand-held or other scanner 
20, and the identi?cation information stored in a computer 
22 or other digital microprocessor-based unit. By scanning 
the identi?cation of all sponges or other articles 10 to be 
used prior to the procedure and then scanning all sponges 10 
as they are being removed from the patient after the proce 
dure (as Well as any sponges Which might not have been 
used), the computer 22 can compare a compilation of the 
original group of sponges With the group of removed and 
unused sponges to determine if any sponges are missing and 
unaccounted for. If a sponge is accidentally scanned more 
than once, the computer Will recogniZe the error and only 
alloW each individual sponge to be counted in once and out 
once. 
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[0006] If the system of the ’824 patent determines that all 
sponges have been accounted for after sponge removal, then 
it Will be certain that all sponges have indeed been removed 
and the patient is ready to be surgically closed. If, hoWever, 
the system indicates that one or more sponges are missing, 
it is necessary for the nurses and surgeons to visually inspect 
the surgical site in an attempt to locate the missing 
sponge(s). If they cannot locate the sponge(s) in the surgical 
site, then they must recount and rescan the removed sponges 
Which are bloodied and difficult to separate. It Will be 
necessary to separate and rescan each individual sponge 
until the system scans the missing sponge(s), indicating that 
the count is complete. Such recounts can take signi?cant 
time and effort, but must be undertaken perhaps multiple 
times until the count is complete. 

[0007] For these reasons, it Would be desirable to provide 
improved methods and systems for scanning machine-read 
able information on surgical sponges and other articles 
Which are used in surgical procedures. It Would be particu 
larly advantageous if the methods and systems could provide 
information relating to the particular missing article(s) 
Which Would assist the surgical team in performing recounts 
and visually identifying the missing article(s). At least some 
of these objectives Will be met by the inventions described 
and claimed hereinbeloW. 

[0008] 2. Description ofthe Background Art. US. Pat. No. 
5,931,824 has been discussed above. Other pertinent patents 
and published applications include US. Pat. Nos. 3,941,132; 
3,965,907; 4,098,728; 4,114,601; 4,244,369; 4,264,575; 
4,477,256; 4,626,251; 4,639,253; 4,645,499; 4,658;818; 
4,711;996; 4,718,897; 4,832,198; 4,917,694; 5,031,642; 
5,041,103; 5,045,080; 5,049,219; 5,057,095; 5,074,840; 
5,112,325; 5,231,273; 5,374,813; 5,443,082; 5,456,718; 
5,610,811; 5,629,498; 5,650,596; 5,637,850; 5,678,569; 
5,805,451; 5,923,001; 5,991,728; US. Publ. 2002/0049650; 
WO 94/22580; WO 98/30166; and EP 0948940. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0009] The present invention provides improved methods 
and systems for assisting in locating surgical articles unac 
counted for after a surgical procedure. The present invention 
relies on alerting the surgical team of certain readily dis 
cernable visual characteristics of the missing articles in 
order to facilitate locating those articles in the patient or in 
the collection of used articles. By knoWing the visual 
characteristic of the missing sponge or other surgical article, 
the task of visually searching for the missing article(s) is 
greatly simpli?ed. 

[0010] More particularly, the methods and systems of the 
present invention Will alert the surgical team and display or 
otherWise provide information concerning the type of the 
missing article, a visual motif characteristic of the missing 
article, or the like. In the case of surgical sponges and other 
gauZe particles, the type Will usually comprise the siZe, 
shape, or other inherent visually discernable property of that 
article. The “visual motif” in contrast, Will typically be a 
color, pattern, or other visually discernable characteristic 
Which is speci?cally introduced or imparted to the article for 
the primary or sole purpose of making that article readily 
distinguishable from otherWise similar articles. Such visual 
motifs may be applied to the entire article, for example by 
dying, painting, inscribing, patterning, or otherWise impart 
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ing the desired color or pattern to that article. Alternatively, 
the visual motif may be applied using a separate label, layer, 
Woven element, border, or the like. 

[0011] The sponges, gauze articles, or other articles of the 
present invention Will usually further include machine 
readable information of a type as generally described in Us. 
Pat. No. 5,931,824, previously incorporated herein by ref 
erence. The machine-readable information Will include a 
unique serial number or other information Which Will dis 
tinguish that article from each and every other article Which 
may be included in a system of articles intended for use in 
a single surgical procedure. Machine-readable information 
Will usually be optically encoded, such as a bar code or a 
tWo-dimensional code, such as a Datamatrix® pattern, but 
could also be electronically, sonically, or otherWise interro 
gable and readable. For example, the identifying information 
could be in the form of a radio frequency identi?cation tag 
(RFID). 
[0012] In addition to the serial number and/ or other unique 
article identi?cation, the machine-readable information on 
the articles of the present invention Will also include infor 
mation regarding the appearance of the article to assist in 
visually searching for the article should it become missing 
during a surgical procedure. Most simply, the machine 
readable information could indicate the type of article to 
Which the information is attached. Alternatively or addition 
ally, the machine-readable information could include the 
identity of a characteristic visual motif of the article to Which 
the information is attached. In this Way, by scanning in the 
machine-readable information prior to a surgical procedure, 
the computer or other control system Will be able to store not 
only the serial number or other identifying information for 
each article, but also Will associate that identi?cation infor 
mation With the type and/or visual motif of the particular 
article. Thus, When the system later fails to account for a 
particular article after a surgical procedure, the system can 
display or otherWise alert the surgical team of the type 
and/or visual motif of the “unaccounted” article in order to 
facilitate visually locating that article in the patient or in the 
collection of removed articles. 

[0013] In a ?rst speci?c aspect of the present invention, a 
method for locating surgical articles unaccounted after a 
surgical procedure comprises determining if one or more 
surgical articles are missing after the procedure. If an article 
is missing, a characteristic type and/or visual motif for each 
of the missing surgical articles is provided to the surgical 
team. The surgical team is then able to visually search the 
patient and the removed articles in order to locate the 
unaccounted surgical articles based on the type and/or 
characteristic visual motif. 

[0014] The steps of determining and providing in this 
method are usually performed by a computer or other digital 
processor. The computer tracks all articles used in the 
procedure and compares the identity of each article to be 
used in the procedure With the identity of each article 
removed after the procedure (or unused in the procedure). 
By tracking the type and/or characteristic visual motif of 
each individual article, the computer can display the type 
and/or characteristic visual motif to the surgical team in 
order to facilitate visually searching for the missing article. 

[0015] Useful, common visual motifs include color of at 
least a portion of the article, a pattern formed over at least 
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a portion of the article, a color provided on at least a portion 
of a label Which is af?xed to the article, and/or a pattern 
formed on at least a portion of a label af?xed to the article. 
The characteristic visual motif Will be different on at least 
some of the articles so that the articles may be visually 
distinguished from each other. While in some cases it may 
be desirable that the characteristic visual motif is different on 
each and every article employed in a surgical procedure, it 
Will not alWays be practical to provide such a large number 
of distinguishable visual motifs. Practically, hoWever, there 
Will usually be at least three distinguishable visual motifs 
Which are available to apply to different articles, usually 
being at least ?ve distinguishable vessels motifs, and often 
at least eight distinguishable visual motifs available for 
applying to different articles, and optionally much greater 
numbers might be used. In this Way, the task of recounting 
and rescanning articles can be greatly simpli?ed since only 
those articles of the identi?ed type and/or visual motif need 
be separated and scanned. 

[0016] In a second aspect of the present invention, a 
method for accounting for surgical articles used in a surgical 
procedure comprises providing a plurality of articles for the 
procedure Where each article has a type and/or a character 
istic visual motif. Each article further carries machine 
readable information Where the information includes iden 
ti?cation of the article including the type and/or the visual 
motif. Prior to the procedure, the machine-readable infor 
mation on each article is scanned into a list or compilation 
of articles used maintained on the computer. After the 
procedure is complete and the used article is removed, the 
machine-readable information on each of the articles used in 
the procedure and removed from the patient is scanned to 
produce a list or compilation of articles removed. Scanned 
information is compiled in the computer Which compares the 
list of articles removed With the list of articles scanned in 
prior to the procedure to identify any individual articles 
Which have not been accounted for. The computer displays 
the type and/or characteristic visual motif for at least some 
of the unaccounted articles, typically all of the unaccounted 
articles, to help visually distinguish the unaccounted articles 
from other articles to facilitate searching for the unac 
counted articles in the group of articles removed. 

[0017] Usually, the machine-readable information Will 
include at the least a visual motif Which Will comprise color 
of at least a portion of the articles, a pattern on at least a 
portion of the article, a color at least a portion of a label, 
and/or a pattern on at least a portion of the label. There may 
be a ?xed number of different characteristic visual motifs 
Which are distributed among all of the articles used in the 
procedure. 

[0018] In such cases, there Will usually be no correlation 
betWeen type of article and the characteristic visual motif 
possessed by the article. Alternatively, the characteristic 
visual motif may be applied to articles of each type so that 
the visual motif Will be the same for all articles of each type. 
For example, all sponges or other gauZe articles of one siZe 
may have the same visual motif applied thereto. 

[0019] In addition to the methods described above, the 
present invention further provides systems of surgical 
articles. The systems typically comprise a plurality of 
sponges or other gauZe articles and may include all articles 
intended for use in a particular surgical procedure, option 
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ally including articles of different sizes or other types. Each 
article of the plurality of individual surgical articles Will 
include machine-readable information thereon. The 
machine-readable information on each article Will provide 
information Which uniquely identi?es that particular article 
from among all of the other articles in the system. The 
machine-readable information Will further include informa 
tion Which identi?es the type of the particular article and/or 
a characteristic visual motif of that particular article. The 
machine-readable information may encode the article iden 
ti?cation, article type, and characteristic visual motif infor 
mation in a variety of Ways. For example, the machine 
readable information may include different ?elds Where each 
?eld provides a different aspect of the information, i.e., one 
?eld includes the serial number, a second ?eld includes the 
type information, and a third ?eld includes the identi?cation 
of the characteristic visual motif. Alternatively, the machine 
readable information may simply comprise serial numbers, 
Where the computer or other digital processor can access or 
look up a table Which provides all of the identi?cation, type, 
and visual motif information related to the particular article 
having that serial number. Other methods for encoding the 
desired information Will also be possible. 

[0020] The systems may optionally be provided in pack 
ages of multiple articles. For example, surgical sponges or 
other gauZe articles may be packaged together in groups of 
?ve, ten, tWenty or more. In such cases, the packages 
themselves may provide machine-readable information 
Which identi?es to the digital processor all the information 
located on each of the individual articles Within the package. 
Thus, by scanning the package containing a plurality of 
surgical articles prior to a surgical procedure, the computer 
or other digital processor may acquire all information con 
cerning the identi?cation, type, and visual motif of each 
individual article Within the package. This is advantageous 
source it can reduce or eliminate the need to scan each 

individual sponge on other article before the procedure. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0021] FIGS. 1 and 2 illustrate prior art systems as dis 
cussed in the Background of the Invention. 

[0022] FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating the method 
steps of the present invention. 

[0023] FIGS. 4 through 6 illustrate surgical article systems 
With each article marked in accordance With the present 
invention. 

[0024] FIG. 7 illustrates a surgical article system With a 
common package identi?cation code on a single label. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0025] The present invention can be used to track and 
account for any type of surgical article used in a surgical 
procedure. Most often, hoWever, the articles Will comprise 
surgical sponges, Which are gauZe articles Which come in 
different siZes and shapes. According to the present inven 
tion, each gauZe or other article Will be labeled With 
machine-readable information Which can provide tWo, three 
or more distinct pieces of information regarding the labeled 
articles. The machine-readable information Will alWays 
include a serial number or other “unique identi?cation” 
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Which distinguishes that article from all other articles Which 
are or could be used in that procedure. Additionally, the 
machine-readable information Will usually further include 
information as to the type of article, such as sponge siZe, and 
may further include identi?cation of a characteristic “visual 
motif ’ possessed by the article. The machine-readable infor 
mation is usually provided by an optically readable label 
Which is af?xed directly to a surface of the sponge or other 
surgical article. Alternatively, the information could be pro 
vided by radiofrequency identi?cation tags or other elec 
tronic or acoustic data storage devices incorporated in or on 
the article. The articles Will optionally further include human 
readable information corresponding to all or at least a part of 
the machine-readable information on the article. 

[0026] In the case of optically readable labels, a scanning 
system such as that illustrated in FIG. 1 can be used to 
acquire the information and input the information into a 
computer or other digital processor. The scanning system 
Will be used both before a procedure in order to scan in 
information on the articles being used (optionally employing 
package labels as described hereinafter With reference to 
FIG. 7) and Will further be used after the procedure in order 
to scan both removed and unused articles to assure that all 
individual articles have been removed from the patient. 

[0027] Thus, referring to FIG. 3, a ?rst step in the methods 
of the present invention Will be to scan in information on the 
articles to be used. After the information is scanned in and 
stored in the computer or other digital processor, the surgery 
is performed using the individual articles, and during and 
after the procedure is complete the articles Will be removed 
from the patient and collected for disposal. As the articles 
are removed, the individual removed articles are scanned out 
of the system so that the system keeps track of the removed 
articles. The system can compare the articles Which have 
been scanned in for use With those Which have been removed 
from the patient and Which Were unused to determine if there 
are any individual articles not accounted for. Alternatively, 
the system could maintain a running count, decrementing 
each article as it is removed and displaying the remaining 
count so that the physician Will knoW immediately When the 
last sponge has been removed. If articles are not accounted 
for, the system can then display type and/or visual motif 
information for each unaccounted article. For example, the 
system can indicate that a certain number of articles of 
particular siZes have not been accounted for. Alternatively or 
additionally, the system can identify the characteristic visual 
motif of the unaccounted articles. 

[0028] After the type and/or visual motif of the unac 
counted articles has been displayed, the surgical team can 
search the surgical site and the collection of used and unused 
surgical sponges in order to locate those of the displayed 
type or having the displayed visual motif. The surgical team 
then need rescan only those articles of the identi?ed type 
and/or visual motif, thus greatly reducing the amount of 
rescanning necessary to locate the unaccounted articles. 

[0029] Sponge systems according to the present invention 
Will comprise a plurality of individual sponges or other 
gauZe articles, such as sponges 30 shoWn in FIG. 4. As 
shoWn in FIG. 4, the sponges are all of one siZe or type and 
each include unique machine-readable information on labels 
32l -32N. Each of the sponges 30, 301, and 30N have different 
colors or patterns as indicated by the different cross-hatching 
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in FIG. 4. By providing at least three different colors or 
patterns, often at least ?ve different colors or patterns, 
preferably at least eight different colors or patterns, the task 
of looking for any particular sponge 30 from among a group 
of used, soiled sponges Will be greatly facilitated. 

[0030] Referring noW to FIG. 5, the systems of the present 
invention may include sponges or other gauZe articles hav 
ing different siZes or other types. For example, gauZe articles 
341-34N may have a ?rst siZe, such as 4 in.><4 in., While a 
second plurality of sponges 361-36N may have a different 
siZe, for example 4 in.><8 in. Each of the sponges 34 and 36 
Will have a label 351-35N and 37l-37N, respectively, Which 
includes unique identi?cation information distinguishing the 
labeled sponge from each and every other sponge in the 
system, regardless of siZe. The information on labels 351, 
35 through 35N, hoWever, Will all include information indi 
cating the siZe or other type information, and that informa 
tion Will be the same on each of those labels. Similarly, each 
of the labels 371, 372 through 37N on articles 36 Will also 
include siZe or type information Which is the same for all of 
those articles. While the motifs for the sponges in the system 
of FIG. 5 could all have been different, as illustrated the 
motifs for sponges 34 are all the same While the motifs for 
sponges 361-36N are all the same but different from that of 
sponges 341-34N. 

[0031] Referring noW to FIG. 6, a further sponge system 
includes sponges 401-40N of a ?rst siZe or type and sponges 
421-42N of a second siZe or type. The sponges further 
include label information 441-44N and 46l-46N, respec 
tively, identifying the sponge uniquely With respect to all 
other sponges in the system as Well as identifying the siZe or 
other sponge type of the particular sponge. In the system of 
FIG. 6, the sponges further include labels 48, each of Which 
has a unique color, pattern, or other visually discemable 
characteristic Which permits each sponge in the system to be 
visually distinguished from each and every other sponge in 
the system. The nature of the visual motif on each label 48 
Will be included in the information on labels 441-44N and 
46 -46N so that, When the computer or other digital processor 
determines that a particular sponge is missing, it can display 
the visual motif on the label of the missing sponge. 

[0032] Note that While the labels 48 on the system of FIG. 
6 are shoWn to be separate from the identi?cation labels 44 
and 46, it Would certainly be possible to provide both the 
machine-readable information and the visual motif on a 
single label Which is af?xed to the sponge or other surgical 
article. 

[0033] Referring noW to FIG. 7, individual sponges or 
other articles 50 may be packaged in a common package 52, 
such as a plastic or other Wrap. Each of the individual 
sponges or other articles 50 Will have an individual label 54 
including all of the identi?cation numbers (eg serial num 
ber), type, and visual motif information discussed above. In 
addition, the package 52 may possess an additional label 56 
having machine-readable information Which includes most 
or all of the information from each and every label 54 on the 
individual sponges or other articles 50. In this Way, the 
package label 56 can be scanned once in order to provide at 
least the identi?cation, type, and visual motif information 
from the individual sponges or other articles 50 to the 
computer or other distal scanning system of the present 
invention. The individual labels 54 Will be needed, of 
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course, for scanning the individual sponges or other articles 
50 as they are removed from the patient or if they have been 
unused in the procedure. 

[0034] While the above is a complete description of the 
preferred embodiments of the invention, various altema 
tives, modi?cations, and equivalents may be used. There 
fore, the above description should not be taken as limiting 
the scope of the invention Which is de?ned by the appended 
claims. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method for locating surgical articles unaccounted for 

after a surgical procedure, said method comprising: 

determining if one or more surgical articles are unac 
counted for after the surgical procedure; 

providing a characteristic type and/or characteristic visual 
motif for each of the unaccounted surgical articles; and 

visually searching the surgical articles to locate the unac 
counted surgical article(s) based on the type and/or 
characteristic visual motif. 

2. A method as in claim 1, Wherein the steps of determin 
ing and providing are performed by a computer. 

3. A method as in claim 2, Wherein the computer tracks all 
articles available for use in the procedure and compares the 
identity of each tracked article With the identity of each 
article Which has been removed from the patient and Which 
Was not used after the procedure. 

4. Amethod as in claim 3, Wherein the computer tracks the 
type and/or characteristic visual motif of each individual 
article and displays the type and/or characteristic visual 
motif for each missing article. 

5. A method as in claim 4, Wherein the computer tracks at 
least the common visual motif and the characteristic visual 
motif comprises a characteristic selected from the group 
consisting of color of at least a portion of the article, a 
pattern on at least a portion of the article, a color on at least 
a portion of a label, and/or a pattern on at least a portion of 
the label. 

6. A method as in claim 5, Wherein the surgical articles 
include at least a ?rst plurality of articles of a ?rst type and 
a second plurality of articles of a second type, Wherein each 
plurality has a characteristic visual motif Which is common 
for that type, alloWing the different types to be visually 
distinguished. 

7. A method as in claim 5, Wherein a ?xed number of 
different characteristic visual motifs are distributed among 
all of the articles used in the procedure. 

8. A method as in claim 7, Wherein there are at least three 
different characteristic visual motifs distributed among the 
articles. 

9. A method as in claim 7, Wherein there are at least eight 
different characteristic visual motifs distributed among the 
articles. 

10. Amethod as in claim 1, Wherein the articles comprise 
gauZe articles. 

11. A method for accounting for surgical articles used in 
a surgical procedure, said method comprising: 

providing articles each having a type and/or a character 
istic visual motif and machine-readable information, 
Wherein said machine-readable information includes 
identi?cation information the type, and/or the visual 
motif, 
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scanning into a computer the machine-readable informa 
tion of each of the articles to be used into a computer 
in the procedure into a list of articles used; and 

scanning into a computer the machine-readable informa 
tion of each of the articles removed from the patient and 
articles not used in the procedure into the computer to 
produce a list of articles not used and removed; 

Wherein the computer: 

compares the list of articles not used and removed With 
the list of articles to be used to identify unaccounted 
articles; and 

displays the type and/or the characteristic visual motif for 
one or more of the missing articles to help visually 
distinguish the missing article from other articles. 

12. A method as in claim 11, Wherein the machine 
readable information includes at least the common visual 
motif and the common visual motif comprises color of at 
least a portion of the article, a pattern on at least a portion 
of the article, a color on at least a portion of a label, and/or 
a pattern on at least a portion of the label. 

13. A method as in claim 12, Wherein the surgical articles 
include at least a ?rst plurality of articles of a ?rst type and 
a second plurality of articles of a second type, Wherein each 
plurality has a characteristic visual motif Which is common 
for that type, alloWing the different types to be visually 
distinguished. 

14. A method as in claim 12, Wherein a ?xed number of 
different characteristic visual motifs are distributed among 
all of the articles used in the procedure. 

15. A method as in claim 14, Wherein there are at least 
three different characteristic visual motifs distributed among 
the articles. 

16. A method as in claim 14, Wherein there are at least 
eight different characteristic visual motifs distributed among 
the articles. 

17. Amethod as in claim 11, Wherein the articles comprise 
gauZe articles. 

18. A system of surgical articles to be used in a surgical 
procedure, said system comprising: 

a plurality of individual surgical articles, each article 
having machine-readable information thereon; 

Wherein said machine-readable information on each 
article includes information Which uniquely identi?es 
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that particular article from all other articles in the 
system and information Which (I) identi?es a type of 
that particular article and/or (2) a characteristic visual 
motif of that particular article. 

19. A system as in claim 18, Wherein the articles are gauZe 
items. 

20. A system as in claim 19, Wherein the machine 
readable information includes at least type information. 

21. A system as in claim 20, Wherein the type information 
includes siZe. 

22. A system as in claim 19, Wherein the machine 
readable information includes at least the characteristic 
visual motif. 

23. A system as in claim 22, Wherein the common visual 
motif comprises a characteristic selected from the group 
consisting of color of at least a portion of the article, a 
pattern on at least a portion of the article, a color on at least 
a portion of a label, and/or a pattern on at least a portion of 
the label. 

24. A system as in claim 23, Wherein the surgical articles 
include at least a ?rst plurality of articles of a ?rst type and 
a second plurality of articles of a second type, Wherein each 
plurality has a characteristic visual motif Which is common 
for that type, alloWing the different types to be visually 
distinguished. 

25. A system as in claim 23, Wherein a ?xed number of 
different characteristic visual motifs are distributed among 
all of the articles used in the procedure. 

26. A system as in claim 25, Wherein there are at least 
three different characteristic visual motifs distributed among 
the articles. 

27. A system as in claim 25, Wherein there are at least 
eight different characteristic visual motifs distributed among 
the articles. 

28. A system as in claim 18, Wherein the plurality of 
surgical articles are in a package Which comprises machine 
readable information Which provides information for all of 
the individual articles in the package. 

29. A system as in claim 28, Wherein the machine 
readable information on the package provides identi?cation 
information and type and/or visual motif for each of the 
individual articles in the package. 

30. A system as in claim 29, Wherein the articles are gauZe 
items. 


